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Conspicuous Space: Parking Lot Suburbanism (abstract)

What can be accomplished without a car? In a city: everything. In a suburb: nothing. Without a
car, one cannot escape the city. Without a city, one cannot escape the car. Neither city nor suburb is an
ideal habitat. The city has no nature. The suburb has no culture. What’s good about the suburbs over
the city? According to economics: houses.

The American dream has long been “one’s own house with a private yard” (Nelesson xi); an acre
and a mule for every free citizen. But this dream has created distance; a nightmare of endless commutes
and oil addiction. What if we could bridge that distance, without reverting to the “city?” What if the
suburbs “are almost all right” (Venturi 6)? What should we move and where should we move it?

Perhaps instead of building our subdivisions of mass-customized dream homes in rapidly
disappearing virgin forests, grasslands, farmlands, and other productive ecosystems, we could find a
place that is already underused, ugly, obsolete, and vast. Sound familiar? How about surface parking
lots?! By relocating the single-family house into the parking lot of the shopping center, (I contend that) a
place is created that is neither city nor suburb: it is both city and suburb; a place that is neither
sprawling nor dense: it is sprawling and dense. This type will neither occupy nor preserve the
conspicuous space of the consumerist suburb; it will both occupy and preserve it. Just as the “motorized
city that tries to overcome distance... tries to make distance at the same time” (Lerup 40) this new place
will be both space and object, figure and field, community and privacy. Is it a parking lot or is it a
suburban neighborhood? Both. And neither. Where are the lines drawn between public and private?
They are not drawn, but inferred. This type is meant to be both ubiquitous and pliable, both subtle and
overbearing; just like the separate types that it is consuming (house and big box). This place shall remain
nameless, open-ended, and subject to interpretation, just like the environment it is to inhabit (the city
outside the city). This place is not meant to replace, but to exist in parallel and serve as an alternative to
the single-use zoned suburb, the traditional city, the modern downtown, and whatever other settlement
patterns the future holds. With this thesis, | mean simply to add another item to the menu of urban
conditions from which the discerning consumer of space and habitat will choose his preferred built
environment. Hopefully, if this kind of scheme were realized in the real world, it would help to slow
suburban sprawl and positively impact the built environment and the natural environment that supports
it. However, this thesis is concerned explicitly with the ability of this strategy to be an architecturally
viable alternative to more straightforward scheme of simple re-urbanization, as the New Urbanists
would propose. Consumerism is not being questioned here. Automobility is not being questioned here. |
simply mean to argue that the vast amounts of space wasted by suburban parking lots could be used as
a viable alternative site to the virgin wilderness or farmland, and that those parking lots have inherent
architectural qualities that are worth investigating.

Nelessen, Anton C. Visions for a New American Dream. Chicago: American Planning Association, 1994. xi.

New Urbanism: Peter Calthorpe vs. Lars Lerup. Ed. Robert Fishman. New York: Arts Press, 2005. 40. (quoting Lars

Lerup)

Venturi, Robert, et. al._Learning from Las Vegas. Revised Edition. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1977. 6.




...at the time of the final review




CONSPICUOUS SPACE




SDORTS

RITY.

east-west section

south elevation : fronting on Cobb Pkwy, Us-41




commercial ground

residential ground [+40’







- the “Homestead”

WIDTH 5 PARKING SPACES
OCCUPANCY: SMALL FAMILY

ildren)
AMENITIES:

ar 1
ceilings on all floo
able window

short section th




level O - lower

front elevation

level 1 - main

back elevation

level 2 - loft

long section through tree court and back porch

level 3 - roof

WIDTH:
OCCUPANCY:

MENITIES:

==
[

short section through foyer

- the “Retreat”

4 parking spac
AMOROUS COUPLE -or-
2 HOUSEMATES
garage for 2 cars
front lawn
double-height foyer w/ skylight
e on ry floor
d back porch
ardening
on all flool

v/ skylight)




front elevation back elevation

level O - lower level 1 - main level 2 - loft

- the “Executive”

WIDTH: 3 PARKING SPACES
OCCUPANCY: SINGLE ADULT
AMENITIES: garage for 1 car
double-height foyer w/ skylight
fireplace on every floor
covered back porch
“cathedral” ceilings on 2nd floor
pace for gardening
>9’ ceilings on all floors
all operable windows
customizable plan

e

ong section through middle short section through foyer




SUMMARY

Conspicuous Space: Parking Lot Suburbanism addresses the architectural and social issues of the American suburb by looking
at its main components, the developer house and the big-box shopping center. It also looks at the role of the car in our lives and how
it shapes the way we live, shop, travel, interact, and most importantly the way we build our cities. The contemporary American sub-
urb is built around the automobile, an invention that Americans generally take for granted and cannot imagine living without. There
is a new kind of suburb being built in many places across the country that is neither truly suburb nor city. It goes by many names,
“edge city” being the one | have used, and it generally happens where suburbanites have moved their jobs out to where they have
been living since the 1950s. It is characterized by a heavy dependence on the automobile and vast open or unbuilt spaces set next
to typically urban building types, such as the office tower skyscraper. It is a land of contradictions well documented in Joel Garreau’s
Edge City and elsewhere. This project is an attempt to embrace those contradictions and twist them to help reduce waste in the built

environment.

The idea is to first hunt down those characteristics that make the American suburbs (or edge cities) tick and to maintain them
but change the context in which they operate in order to make them serve multiple purposes simultaneously. This project has iden-
tified the following characteristics: separation of different land uses enforced through zoning codes (notably residential from com-
mercial), the dominance of the automobile, and a stylistic promiscuity resulting in kitschy traditionalizing houses right down the road

from modern steel and glass office towers right down the road from sign-as-building commercial strip malls and shopping centers.



This project does not question any of these paradigms: it simply reorients them. The housing in this project is separated from the
commercial strip, but instead of horizontal separation achieved through sprawling land use, it is a vertical separation achieved by
raising the housing above the stores, thereby reducing land use. The automobile is dominant in this project — each housing unit has
its own garage at the front door and the parking for the shopping center below is practically untouched — but the automobiles are
buried in the structure of the housing, thereby freeing the false ground above to pedestrian movement and children playing. And
finally, the styles of the various building elements are as jarringly collaged as it is in the suburban context: the houses in this project
are made to resemble houses in the public imagination and the big boxes under the housing get an even bigger box with even bigger

signs, thereby integrating the project with the disjointed vernacular of American corporate suburbia.

The particular edge city under scrutiny is the Cumberland/Galleria area, northwest of Atlanta, Georgia. | chose this site not
only because | know it well (I have lived in the suburbs of Atlanta my entire life) but because it is a perfect example of an edge city:
it’s population is a quarter that of Atlanta’s, it headquarters multiple Fortune 500 companies, most notably Home Depot, it is com-
pletely automobile dependant and is at the intersection of two interstate highways, and it doesn’t actually exist as a municipality,
only as a Community Improvement District within Cobb County. It is also a very strong area economically: this project is intended to
be synergistic, not revitalizing; the intent is to seize upon those aspects of suburbia that are proving successful, and to make them
better by working with their existing logics rather than imposing some idealistic scheme for social justice or architectural nirvana.

My intent is distinctly not to turn the “edge city” into a “city;” | intend simply to make edge city a bit more efficient and livable. In



this way, the title of the project is very intentional when it uses the word “suburbanism” rather than “urbanism.” And so Cumberland

provides a very rich canvas on which to paint my ideas about using the wasted space of suburbia to more productive ends.

That’s how the project started: as a desire to put the wasted space of suburbia to better use. But as the research evolved,
| found the waste and emptiness more and more compelling. Those spaces included the roofs of warehouses and big box stores,
sprawling surface parking lots, idle front lawns, and other such spaces. The most promising space to direct my attack in terms of
polemics was the parking lot because it gets right to the heart of the tension: the automobile and the space it requires. In a way, this
whole endeavor has been an exercise in irony: critique the city the automobile built, and then design a project around the automo-
bile. As | said earlier, embracing contradictions has been an explicit goal since very early on, and juxtaposing the surface parking
lot with housing seemed to perfectly express the tension between people and cars, housing and parking, and how much relative
importance our society places on each. And so the task became to find the right parking lot. At first, | assumed my housing would
be occupying the parking lot in some literal way, on the ground, so | looked for a lot that was as big, coherent, and simple as pos-
sible within the bounds of the Cumberland area | had already identified as my area of study. That parking lot was very clearly the one
serving the Akers Mill shopping center. Having found the parking lot, | began experimenting with different ways of using the pattern
of the parking spaces to create a grid on which to draw my housing units. This effort resulted in a serious tension between how much
parking should be preserved and how nice it would actually be to live in a parking lot, in the shadow of big-box stores with their big,

loud signs on the front. | was violating one of the cardinal rules of suburbia: separation of commercial from residential.



After some checking into the zoning ordinance for Cobb County, | discovered that there already wasn’t enough parking at
Akers Mill (according to code; in practice, there’s way too much), meaning that there was no space for housing on the ground, un-
less the law were to be changed. So | simply moved the housing up thirty feet above the parking lot. This allowed me to recreate
the separation of uses so necessary to successful suburbia without gobbling up more land. It allowed me to work within the con-
fines of existing parking requirements and to create a residential world above that is almost completely unaware of the commercial
landscape below it. This means that | have essentially just placed one half of suburbia — neighborhoods of houses — above the other
half — big box shopping centers — thereby doubling land use efficiency without sacrificing any of the amenities expected from either
program. This move also implicitly critiques the nature of the zoning code: by going to great lengths to allow code-required space for
cars while creating space for housing, | am at the same time suggesting that the law over-values the car at the expense of sustainable

building patterns.

Mid-way through the Thesis Project, | discovered the necessary yin to Conspicuous Space’s yang: Invisible Separation. Con-
spicuous Space is the idea that the wasted spaces of suburbia are not completely wasted: they communicate an abundance, or an
ability to waste. It is through the creation of vast spaces that we communicate our affluence in that we have the means to create and
maintain those vast spaces. (Of course, we are coming to learn that we no longer have that ability, which is where projects like this
thesis come in to propose compelling ways to put that Conspicuous (wasted) Space to better use.) However, the same facts that have

allowed vast open spaces (such as parking lots) to proliferate — super-cheap land, outdated zoning laws, heavily subsidized automo-



bile transportation, and bad tax incentives — have also allowed the opposite to proliferate: Invisible Separation, the idea that different
land uses should be completely unaware of each other, thereby preserving the purity of each and preventing a massive collision of
different scales (even a McMansion looks fairly modest when placed within view of a SuperTarget). This separation requires enough
land to be able to sufficiently prevent one programmatic ghetto from being in any way aware of another. It’s okay to live in a neigh-
borhood right behind a shopping center, so long as you would never be able to tell, from within the neighborhood, that the shop-
ping center exists. Around Atlanta, that Invisible Separation is achieved largely by the ever-presence of trees, which form a suburban
poche, a mass from which is cut the voids of human inhabitation, with the left-over mass (trees) serving as a natural barrier between
different suburban realms. This project acknowledges both sides of the coin — Conspicuous Space and Invisible Separation — by ex-
pressing itself as one massive building to the commercial space on the ground and then expressing itself as many individual houses
within the residential area above, with the perimeter of the residential area being lined with trees and green public space — such as

a soccer field, tennis courts and a community garden — to cut off sight lines to the outside world. As another example of intentional
contradiction, however, there are office towers right across the street that no tree could completely hide from view, thereby exposing

the trick and slowly cluing the inhabitant back into the reality of life in a city, even of the edge variety.

In short, this project is about maintaining the suburban ideal — rugged individualism, privacy, mobility — while mitigating its

liabilities — isolation, distance, and automobile dependance - by building residential neighborhoods in currently underutilized space.



Monotony of any kind is

CONSPICUOUS SPACE

parking lot

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 84




...like ostriches, many architects, and town planners prefer to ignore the suburb,
hoping somehow that the suburb will prove as inconsequential as it is distasteful

...unless we confront the suburb directly — by understanding both
its hold on the American imagination and its liabilities —
the liabilities will overwhelm us!

introduction

...while Americans keep dreaming of a good place to live,
many of our dreams — to live in the presence of nature;
to live near city and country; to own and control our own property;
to have constant freedom of movement; to move up; to move away;
to start again; to portray our individuality; to cherish our privacy —

Duany, Andres, and Plater-Zyberk Elizabeth. Towns and Town-Making Principles. Ed. Alex Krieger. New York: Rizzoli International
Publications, 1991. 10.

Duany, Andres, and Plater-Zyberk Elizabeth. Towns and Town-Making Principles. Ed. Alex Krieger. New York: Rizzoli International
Publications, 1991. 11




In almost all communities designed since 1950,

This at once disables children under the legal driving age,
some elderly people, and those who cannot afford the
several thousand dollars a year that it costs to keep a car.

...the new suburban sprawl has become abjectly dependant upon a single
form, the private motor car, whose extension has devoured the one

the suburb might rightly boast: space. Instead of buildings
set in a park, we now have

As soon as the suburban pattern became universal
the virtues it at first boasted began to disappear
...presently the suburbanite had the
advantages of .

What can be accomplished without a car?

In a city: everything. In a suburb: nothing.

Without a car, one cannot escape the city.

Without a city, one cannot escape the car.

Neither city nor suburb is an ideal habitat.

The city has no nature. The suburb has no culture.

What’s good about the suburbs?

According to economics: houses.

Kunstler, James Howard. The Geography of Nowhere. New York: Touchstone, 1993. 114

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1961. 506, 491




There is per se.
What is wrong is the exaggerated use we make of it.

...the current American way of life is founded not just on motor transportation
but on the , and the sacrifices that people are
prepared to make for this religion stand outside the realm of rational criticism.

The American dream has long been “own’s own house with a private yard.”

An acre and a mule for every free citizen.

But this dream has created distance.

A nightmare of endless commutes and oil addiction.

What if we could bridge that distance?

Without reverting to the ‘city.’

What if the suburbs “are almost all right?”

What should we move, and where should we move it?

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 93

Mumford, Lewis. The Highway and the City. New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, Inc., 1963. 491

ew American Dream

-arning from La




Perhaps instead of building our subdivisions of mass-customized dream homes in rapidly disappearing virgin forests, grasslands, farmlands, and other productive
...we must think of , which will have the biological

ecosystems, we could find a place that is already underused, ugly, obsolete, and vast. Sound familiar? How about surface parking lots!
advantages of the suburb, the social advantages of the city,

By relocating the single-family house into the parking lot of the shopping center, (I contend that) a place is created that is neither city nor suburb; it is both city
and new esthetic delights that will do justice to both modes.

and suburb. A place that is neither sprawling nor dense; it is sprawling and dense. This type will neither occupy nor preserve the conspicuous space of the
There is no lack of within

consumerist suburb; it will both occupy and preserve it. Just as the “motorized city that tries to overcome distance... tries to make distance at the same time,”
the built-up areas of most American cities.

this new place will be both space and object, figure and field, community and privacy. Is it a parking lot or is it a suburban neighborhood? Both. And neither.
Accepting the fact )

Where are the lines drawn between public and private? They are not drawn, but inferred. This type is meant to be both ubiquitous and pliable, both subtle and
what options exist for reducing its footprint, or mitigating

overbearing; just like the separate types that it is consuming (house and big box). This place shall remain nameless, open-ended, and subject to interpretation,
the unsightliness of fields of asphalt parking?

just like the environment it is to inhabit (the city outside the city). This place is not meant to replace, but to exist in parallel and serve as an alternative to the

single-use-zoned suburb, the traditional city, the modern downtown, and whatever other settlement patterns the future holds. With this thesis | mean simply to
add another item to the menu of urban conditions from which the discerning consumer of space and habitat will choose his preferred built environment.
Hopefully, if this kind of scheme were realized in the real world, it would help to slow suburban sprawl and positively impact the built environment and the

natural environment that supports it. However, this thesis is concerned explicitly with the ability of this strategy to be an architecturally viable alternative to
more straightforward schemes of simple re-urbanization, as the New Urbanists would propose. Consumerism is not being questioned here. Automobility is not

being questioned here. | simply mean to argue that the vast amounts of space wasted by suburban parking lots could be used as a viable alternative site to the

virgin wilderness or farmland, and that those parking lots have inherent architectural qualities that are worth investigating.

Mumford,
Sprawl and Public Space. Ed

Lukez, Paul. Suburban Transformations. Ne




put simply...

Locating neighborhoods of housing in currently underutilized surface parking lots
which serve successful commercial shopping centers and big box stores
can synergistically improve the American suburb by allowing opportunities to

rugged individualism, privacy, and mobility

automobile dependence, distance, and isolation.

image: Nelessen, Anton C. Visions for a New American Dream. Chicago: American Planning Association, 1994. 30. image: http://content.usatoday.com/communities/Religion/post/2009/10/cowboys-health-care-individualism-europe/1
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The men, women, and children of suburbia are

a simplistic, generic, instinctual sketch...

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 69




we will begin with instinct.
i created the following diagrams, but i did not invent them.

they are products of my memory, the engrained impressions of suburbia that
have accumulated from a life lived completely within its borders.

the diagrams and the elements in them are meant as generalizations.

specific instances of and are sure to deviate in numerous ways.
by analyzing these types through prejudice, i am confronting not only my own
assumptions, but my assumptions about the assumptions of others and making
them explicit for all to see.

by comparing the two types, i am establishing a dialogue between them.

this dialogue will be the subtext in all that follows: which elements are similar,
which elements are unique, which elements are unnecessary to the diagram...

WHEN THESE TWO TYPES COLLIDE, WHAT IS LEFT?

A genuine in daily experience

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 79.
















an apology

(...an aside)

these prejudices may be charicatured and comical, but they are intended
to dig up the deep roots of the elements of suburban neighborhoods.

in this project, people’s desires and fears matter.

in this book, the will be addressed by

studying the elements of the most desired housing.

in the design project, the will be addressed by

adhering to the basic principles of defensible space.




using differences in a field of likeness

a methodical, specific, structual study...

Leven, Steve, and Betts, Stella. Leven Betts: Pattern Recognition. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2009. 9.
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Monotony of any kind is

CONSPICUOUS SPACE

parking lot

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 84




...like ostriches, many architects, and town planners prefer to ignore the suburb,
hoping somehow that the suburb will prove as inconsequential as it is distasteful

...unless we confront the suburb directly — by understanding both
its hold on the American imagination and its liabilities —
the liabilities will overwhelm us!

introduction

...while Americans keep dreaming of a good place to live,
many of our dreams — to live in the presence of nature;
to live near city and country; to own and control our own property;
to have constant freedom of movement; to move up; to move away;
to start again; to portray our individuality; to cherish our privacy —

Duany, Andres, and Plater-Zyberk Elizabeth. Towns and Town-Making Principles. Ed. Alex Krieger. New York: Rizzoli International
Publications, 1991. 10.

Duany, Andres, and Plater-Zyberk Elizabeth. Towns and Town-Making Principles. Ed. Alex Krieger. New York: Rizzoli International
Publications, 1991. 11




In almost all communities designed since 1950,

This at once disables children under the legal driving age,
some elderly people, and those who cannot afford the
several thousand dollars a year that it costs to keep a car.

...the new suburban sprawl has become abjectly dependant upon a single
form, the private motor car, whose extension has devoured the one

the suburb might rightly boast: space. Instead of buildings
set in a park, we now have

As soon as the suburban pattern became universal
the virtues it at first boasted began to disappear
...presently the suburbanite had the
advantages of .

What can be accomplished without a car?

In a city: everything. In a suburb: nothing.

Without a car, one cannot escape the city.

Without a city, one cannot escape the car.

Neither city nor suburb is an ideal habitat.

The city has no nature. The suburb has no culture.

What’s good about the suburbs?

According to economics: houses.

Kunstler, James Howard. The Geography of Nowhere. New York: Touchstone, 1993. 114

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1961. 506, 491




There is per se.
What is wrong is the exaggerated use we make of it.

...the current American way of life is founded not just on motor transportation
but on the , and the sacrifices that people are
prepared to make for this religion stand outside the realm of rational criticism.

The American dream has long been “own’s own house with a private yard.”

An acre and a mule for every free citizen.

But this dream has created distance.

A nightmare of endless commutes and oil addiction.

What if we could bridge that distance?

Without reverting to the ‘city.’

What if the suburbs “are almost all right?”

What should we move, and where should we move it?

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 93

Mumford, Lewis. The Highway and the City. New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, Inc., 1963. 491
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Perhaps instead of building our subdivisions of mass-customized dream homes in rapidly disappearing virgin forests, grasslands, farmlands, and other productive
...we must think of , which will have the biological

ecosystems, we could find a place that is already underused, ugly, obsolete, and vast. Sound familiar? How about surface parking lots!
advantages of the suburb, the social advantages of the city,

By relocating the single-family house into the parking lot of the shopping center, (I contend that) a place is created that is neither city nor suburb; it is both city
and new esthetic delights that will do justice to both modes.

and suburb. A place that is neither sprawling nor dense; it is sprawling and dense. This type will neither occupy nor preserve the conspicuous space of the
There is no lack of within

consumerist suburb; it will both occupy and preserve it. Just as the “motorized city that tries to overcome distance... tries to make distance at the same time,”
the built-up areas of most American cities.

this new place will be both space and object, figure and field, community and privacy. Is it a parking lot or is it a suburban neighborhood? Both. And neither.
Accepting the fact )

Where are the lines drawn between public and private? They are not drawn, but inferred. This type is meant to be both ubiquitous and pliable, both subtle and
what options exist for reducing its footprint, or mitigating

overbearing; just like the separate types that it is consuming (house and big box). This place shall remain nameless, open-ended, and subject to interpretation,
the unsightliness of fields of asphalt parking?

just like the environment it is to inhabit (the city outside the city). This place is not meant to replace, but to exist in parallel and serve as an alternative to the

single-use-zoned suburb, the traditional city, the modern downtown, and whatever other settlement patterns the future holds. With this thesis | mean simply to
add another item to the menu of urban conditions from which the discerning consumer of space and habitat will choose his preferred built environment.
Hopefully, if this kind of scheme were realized in the real world, it would help to slow suburban sprawl and positively impact the built environment and the

natural environment that supports it. However, this thesis is concerned explicitly with the ability of this strategy to be an architecturally viable alternative to
more straightforward schemes of simple re-urbanization, as the New Urbanists would propose. Consumerism is not being questioned here. Automobility is not

being questioned here. | simply mean to argue that the vast amounts of space wasted by suburban parking lots could be used as a viable alternative site to the

virgin wilderness or farmland, and that those parking lots have inherent architectural qualities that are worth investigating.

Mumford,
Sprawl and Public Space. Ed

Lukez, Paul. Suburban Transformations. Ne




put simply...

Locating neighborhoods of housing in currently underutilized surface parking lots
which serve successful commercial shopping centers and big box stores
can synergistically improve the American suburb by allowing opportunities to

rugged individualism, privacy, and mobility

automobile dependence, distance, and isolation.

image: Nelessen, Anton C. Visions for a New American Dream. Chicago: American Planning Association, 1994. 30. image: http://content.usatoday.com/communities/Religion/post/2009/10/cowboys-health-care-individualism-europe/1
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The men, women, and children of suburbia are

a simplistic, generic, instinctual sketch...

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 69




we will begin with instinct.
i created the following diagrams, but i did not invent them.

they are products of my memory, the engrained impressions of suburbia that
have accumulated from a life lived completely within its borders.

the diagrams and the elements in them are meant as generalizations.

specific instances of and are sure to deviate in numerous ways.
by analyzing these types through prejudice, i am confronting not only my own
assumptions, but my assumptions about the assumptions of others and making
them explicit for all to see.

by comparing the two types, i am establishing a dialogue between them.

this dialogue will be the subtext in all that follows: which elements are similar,
which elements are unique, which elements are unnecessary to the diagram...

WHEN THESE TWO TYPES COLLIDE, WHAT IS LEFT?

A genuine in daily experience

Chermayeff, Serge. Community and Privacy. New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1963. 79.
















an apology

(...an aside)

these prejudices may be charicatured and comical, but they are intended
to dig up the deep roots of the elements of suburban neighborhoods.

in this project, people’s desires and fears matter.

in this book, the will be addressed by

studying the elements of the most desired housing.

in the design project, the will be addressed by

adhering to the basic principles of defensible space.




using differences in a field of likeness

a methodical, specific, structual study...

Leven, Steve, and Betts, Stella. Leven Betts: Pattern Recognition. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2009. 9.
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...to withdraw like a monk and live like a prince —
this was the purpose of the original creators of the suburb.

It’s a huge hangover myth that suburbia is what people want.

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1961. 486,

New Urbanism: Peter Calthorpe vs. Lars Lerup. Ed. Robert Fishman. New York: Arts Press, 2005. 58. (quoting Lerup)
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...to withdraw like a monk and live like a prince —
this was the purpose of the original creators of the suburb.

It’s a huge hangover myth that suburbia is what people want.

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1961. 486,

New Urbanism: Peter Calthorpe vs. Lars Lerup. Ed. Robert Fishman. New York: Arts Press, 2005. 58. (quoting Lerup)




...how [do] you integrate the pedestrian and human scale
environments with the car and the automobile scale?

a survey of the conditions on the ground....
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New Urbanism: Peter Calthorpe vs. Lars Lerup. Ed. Robert Fishman. New York: Arts Press, 2005. 18.




There are two dominant types of suburban environments in America: the conventional suburb and the edge city.

The is characterized by a ubiquitous flatness and a lingering dependency on the mother city or some other center external to the geopolitical boundaries
of the suburb itself. is such a suburb of Atlanta, its existence owed to the railroad, I-75, and Southlake Mall. Morrow is an incorporated city in Clayton County.

The is an emerging phenomenon characterized by concentrated commercial activity, usually including some office towers, and an ability to operate as a distinct node sepa-
rate from, but linked to, the mother city. is such an edge city, its existence owed to the railroad, I-75 and |-285, and Cumberland Mall and Galleria Mall.
Cumberland is not incorporated; it exists only as a name and a Community Improvement District in Cobb County.

This thesis project will test both site types —conventional suburb and edge city —
through these two particular Atlanta iterations -Morrow and Cumberland —

in the interest of probing the possibilities of residential infusion in these

two variations of the suburban theme.




the following set of statistics is for Cobb and Clayton counties. after that is comparable statistics for Cumberland/Vinings and Morrow

all statistics were obtained from city-data.com
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The two areas of investigation within Morrow and Cumberland were chosen instinctively.

Each area is characterized by a formally cohesive road system, producing readable boundaries.
Each area includes a mall and a concentration of commercial activity.
Each area is directly accessible by an interstate highway.

The implications of this thesis are for densification; therefore locating these areas was a task of finding places that exhibited some kind of potential for urbanity without yet being urban.
The resulting areas each dedicate a huge amount of their space to automobile traffic and storage yet somehow each suggests a level of centrality.

The argument here is that densification of the suburbs is both necessary and impending,
and the place to start is in sites that have the capacity to accomodate increased density without dramatic expansion of infrastructure.

The task is to locate the optimal sites within these areas with an eye to vastness.
The parking lot with the best and biggest conspicuous space is the parking lot than allows the most room for maneuvering when it comes time
to design an intervention that somehow accomodates the conspicuous space of both the big box store and the single family house.
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environments with the car and the automobile scale?

a survey of the conditions on the ground....
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New Urbanism: Peter Calthorpe vs. Lars Lerup. Ed. Robert Fishman. New York: Arts Press, 2005. 18.




There are two dominant types of suburban environments in America: the conventional suburb and the edge city.

The is characterized by a ubiquitous flatness and a lingering dependency on the mother city or some other center external to the geopolitical boundaries
of the suburb itself. is such a suburb of Atlanta, its existence owed to the railroad, I-75, and Southlake Mall. Morrow is an incorporated city in Clayton County.

The is an emerging phenomenon characterized by concentrated commercial activity, usually including some office towers, and an ability to operate as a distinct node sepa-
rate from, but linked to, the mother city. is such an edge city, its existence owed to the railroad, I-75 and |-285, and Cumberland Mall and Galleria Mall.
Cumberland is not incorporated; it exists only as a name and a Community Improvement District in Cobb County.

This thesis project will test both site types —conventional suburb and edge city —
through these two particular Atlanta iterations -Morrow and Cumberland —

in the interest of probing the possibilities of residential infusion in these

two variations of the suburban theme.
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The two areas of investigation within Morrow and Cumberland were chosen instinctively.

Each area is characterized by a formally cohesive road system, producing readable boundaries.
Each area includes a mall and a concentration of commercial activity.
Each area is directly accessible by an interstate highway.

The implications of this thesis are for densification; therefore locating these areas was a task of finding places that exhibited some kind of potential for urbanity without yet being urban.
The resulting areas each dedicate a huge amount of their space to automobile traffic and storage yet somehow each suggests a level of centrality.

The argument here is that densification of the suburbs is both necessary and impending,
and the place to start is in sites that have the capacity to accomodate increased density without dramatic expansion of infrastructure.

The task is to locate the optimal sites within these areas with an eye to vastness.
The parking lot with the best and biggest conspicuous space is the parking lot than allows the most room for maneuvering when it comes time
to design an intervention that somehow accomodates the conspicuous space of both the big box store and the single family house.
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It is apparent in the previous diagrams that parking occupies a vast proportion of these landscapes.

The reason for this from a pragmatic standpoint is that everybody drives everywhere because nowhere is close enough to walk.
This reality is reflected in zoning ordinances and codes that require a certain amount of parking for a certain amount of any use.
The implicit assumption in these codes is that a car is an American right which must be provided for.

...an assumption that will not be challenged in this thesis.

How can a vast parking lot be made to accomodate programmatic diversity
without surrendering its ability to accomodate peak demand for automobile storage?







parking to retail ratio
stall only: 0.81
including passageways: 1.32

19'0”

compact

parking to retail ratio
stall only: 0.60
including interior driveways: 1.00







The only effective cure for urban congestion is to so relate
industrial and business zones to residential areas that
a large part of their personnel can either walk or cycle to work.

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Worlc




...the identity of a community emerges from the successive
operations of transformation on a site over time.

a brainstorming session for actual intervention....
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Lukez, Paul. Suburban Transformations. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2007. 26.
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The two elements of the suburban pattern that cause the greatest problems
are the extreme separation of uses and the vast distances between things.

epilogue

Kunstler, James Howard. The Geography of Nowhere. New York: Touchstone, 1993. 177.




THE PROJECT
program

site

design methods
first step

intent

single-family housing

akers mill, cumberland, cobb county, ga
southlake pavilion, morrow, clayton county, ga

collage , prototyping

creating prototypes to be collaged

reintegrate residence with commerce in the
suburb without challenging the existing paradigms




the suburbs don’t quite work yet.
they started as bedroom communities
dependent on mother cities
then commerce moved out to the suburbs
in some cases, creating edge cities.
zoning law didn’t change, however
and the various land uses are still separate
like so many foods on a plastic plate.
by bringing together the house and the big box
without changing the basic concept of either
i hope to create a new paradigm
that is firmly rooted in the status quo

while at the same time undermining it

to help create a sustainable future.
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cities, while simultaneously hampering automobiles, are limitless.” (364) “Attrition of automobiles requires changes in habits and adjustments in usage too; just as in the case of erosion it should not disrupt too

many habits at once.” (369) “The purpose of life is to produce and consume automobiles.” (370)
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erased.” (113) “Not surprisingly, planners are now chiefly preoccupied with administration procedure...All true design questions...were long ago “solved” by civil engineers and their brethren and written into mu-
nicipal zoning codes.” (113) “America has now squandered its national wealth erecting a human habitat that, in all likelihood, will not be usable very much longer, and there are few unspoiled places left to retreat
to in the nation’s habitable reaches.” (114) “...the whole system of suburban sprawl is too expensive to operate, to costly to maintain, and a threat to the ecology of living things...it was a foolish waste of resources
in the first place, and it remains to be seen whether its components can be recycled, converted to other uses, or moved, or even whether the land beneath all the asphalt, concrete, and plastic can be salvaged.”
(114) “Today, we have achieved the goal of total separation of uses in the man-made landscape...The amount of driving necessary to exist within this system is stupendous, and fantastically expensive...The costs
of all this driving in terms of pollution...are beyond calculation. The cost to society...is also titanic. The least understood cost — although probably the most keenly felt — has been the sacrifice of a sense of place:
the idea that people and things exist in some sort of continuity, that we belong to the world physically and chronologically, and that we know where we are.” (118) “The Auto Age, as we have known it, will shortly
come to an end, but the automobile will still be with us. Whatever the fate of the petroleum supply, there will be cars and trucks around in any plausible version of the future.” (124)

Better Places. “The great suburban build-out is over.” (245) “...the monotony and soullessness of single-use zoning, which banished the variety that was the essence of our best communities. We have lost our
knowledge of how physically to connect things in our everyday world, except by car and telephone.” (246) “...single-family detached homes on half-acre lots out in the hills, minimalls along the connector roads, ac-




countants’ offices out in the old cornfields...are the mindless twitching of a brain-dead culture, artificially sustained by the intravenous feeding of cheap oil.” (247) “...we shall have to give up mass automobile use...
The adjustment may be painful for a nation that views car ownership as the essence of individual liberty. Indeed, it is estimated that one sixth of all Americans make their living off of cars in one way or another.”
(248) “During this epoch of stupendous wealth and power, we have managed to ruin our greatest cities, throw away our small towns, and impose over the countryside a joyless junk habitat which can no longer
afford to support. Indulging in a fetish of commercialized individualism, we did away with the public realm, and with nothing left but private life in our private homes and private cars, we wonder what happened
to the spirit of community. We created a landscape of scary places and became a nation of scary people.” (273) “We will have to replace a destructive economy of mindless expansion with one that consciously

respects earthly limits and human scale...We’ll have to give up our fetish for extreme individualism and rediscover public life.” (275)

Leven, Steve, and Betts, Stella. Leven Betts: Pattern Recognition. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2009.
Pattern Recognition. “Do the configurations of roads, buildings, farming, and landscape that we see fri he air reveal a built logic that addresses the needs of the surrounding community and of the natural envi-

ronment? Or are they short-term solutions that will have to be reconfigured later.” (8)
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The Development of Identity. “The dilemma we face is two-fold: it centers on the speed and scale. Both factors add to the complexity of the task. Nevertheless, we are well positioned, if we so choose, to engage in
the search for the right “fit” between the form and use of our suburban communities by working within the existing interventions and their residues, before erasing all traces of past interventions. Not only will we
save resources, natural and man-made, but our energies will be focused on creating new and unexpected hybrid inventions.” (11) “If the suburbs lack identity, some of it can be attributed to the commodification of
architectural typologies associated with corporate entities and their ubiquitous distribution across the country, making places more alike in order to market a consistent brand identity...The social and psychological
link to place is secondary.” (13) “Adaptive Design Process” (15) “Suburbs are laid waste not by warfare, but by economic forces and a natural cycle of decay. Over time and through a process of erasure and writing,
suburbs can become unique places, imbued with their own distinctive identities.” (20)

Selecting Tools: (Hybrid) Building Typologies and Design Tools. [series of diagrammatic intervention types, including parking strategies] (93-103)
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Suburbia — and Beyond. “[In medieval monastic suburbs] gardens and orchards and shaded walks, not just gaping space, accompanied the buildings.” (483) “...the suburb might almost be described as the collective
urban form of the country house...” (484) “...the retreat from the city [was] an attempt to achieve liberation from the sometimes dreary conventions and compulsions of an urban society: an effort...to have life on
one’s own terms, even if it meant having it alone.” (485) “Thus the ultimate effect of the suburban escape in our time is, ironically, a low-grade uniform environment from which escape is impossible.” (486) “[In the
suburb] life ceased to be a drama, full of unexpected challenges and tensions and dilemmas: it became a bland ritual of competitive spending.” (494) “Politically the suburb might be described as an attempt to re-
duce the functional urban community to a size small enough for an individual family to cope with.” (500) “Neither neighborhood nor city give cohesion to the suburb of the ‘motor age.” The suburban shopping cen-
ters, the suburban factories and business office and research institutions, provide a minimum of facilities for association while imposing through their random distribution a maximum of effort — whether counted in
time, mileage, or cost.” (502) “Compulsory mobility provides fewer, not more opportunities for association than compulsory stability provided in the walled town.” (503) “As soon as the motor car became common,
the pedestrian scale of the suburb disappeared, and with it, most of its individuality and charm.” (505) “...our cities are being destroyed for...the worship of speed and empty space.” (509) “If we are concerned with
human values, we can no longer afford either sprawling Suburbia or the congested Metropolis: still less can we afford a congested Suburbia, whose visual openness depends upon the cellular isolation and regimen-

tation of its component families in mass structures.” (511)
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The Case Against ‘Modern Architecture.” “In wiping out the past, unfortunately, the cult of the machine surreptitiously destroyed its o ure — and left only an under-dimensional present, scheduled, like any
speculative building investment, for quick replacement.” (165)

The Skyway’s the Limit. “...in our age nearly everybody believes in serving automobile traffic and almost ody has an interest in serving any other urban need.” (217)
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It is apparent in the previous diagrams that parking occupies a vast proportion of these landscapes.

The reason for this from a pragmatic standpoint is that everybody drives everywhere because nowhere is close enough to walk.
This reality is reflected in zoning ordinances and codes that require a certain amount of parking for a certain amount of any use.
The implicit assumption in these codes is that a car is an American right which must be provided for.

...an assumption that will not be challenged in this thesis.

How can a vast parking lot be made to accomodate programmatic diversity
without surrendering its ability to accomodate peak demand for automobile storage?







parking to retail ratio
stall only: 0.81
including passageways: 1.32

19'0”

compact

parking to retail ratio
stall only: 0.60
including interior driveways: 1.00







The only effective cure for urban congestion is to so relate
industrial and business zones to residential areas that
a large part of their personnel can either walk or cycle to work.

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Worlc




...the identity of a community emerges from the successive
operations of transformation on a site over time.

a brainstorming session for actual intervention....
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Lukez, Paul. Suburban Transformations. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2007. 26.
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The two elements of the suburban pattern that cause the greatest problems
are the extreme separation of uses and the vast distances between things.

epilogue

Kunstler, James Howard. The Geography of Nowhere. New York: Touchstone, 1993. 177.




THE PROJECT
program

site

design methods
first step

intent

single-family housing

akers mill, cumberland, cobb county, ga
southlake pavilion, morrow, clayton county, ga

collage , prototyping

creating prototypes to be collaged

reintegrate residence with commerce in the
suburb without challenging the existing paradigms




the suburbs don’t quite work yet.
they started as bedroom communities
dependent on mother cities
then commerce moved out to the suburbs
in some cases, creating edge cities.
zoning law didn’t change, however
and the various land uses are still separate
like so many foods on a plastic plate.
by bringing together the house and the big box
without changing the basic concept of either
i hope to create a new paradigm
that is firmly rooted in the status quo

while at the same time undermining it

to help create a sustainable future.
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the material for the Project
at the Final Review represents the
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SUBURBAN / EDGE CITY CHARACTERISTICS
THAT MUST BE MAINTAINTED:

PLAN SEPARATION TRANSLATED TO SECTION

SURFACE ACCESS HIDDEN “UNDERGROUND” BUT MAINTAINED;
PREFERABLY POINT-ACCESS

PRESERVED AND REPLICATED; REFOCUSED;
RESIDENTIAL VASTNESS SUPERIMPOSED ONTO COMMERCIAL VASTNESS

WHY THIS PROJECT IS BETTER THAN
SUBURBIA / EDGE CITY:

MORE SUSTAINABLE GROWTH PATTERN; BUILDS ON UNDERUSED LAND
PREVENTS DESTRUCTION OF PRODUCTIVE OR VIRGIN LAND

AUTOMOBILES / GARAGES BURIED WITH STRUCTURE UNDER PEOPLE;
NEW GROUND PLANE FREE TO SERVE PEOPLE ON FOOT




these structural logics are used as a model for the
structure holding up the housing above the
parking lot, in effect extending the big box beyond
its existing perimeter.
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SUMMARY

Conspicuous Space: Parking Lot Suburbanism addresses the architectural and social issues of the American suburb by looking
at its main components, the developer house and the big-box shopping center. It also looks at the role of the car in our lives and how
it shapes the way we live, shop, travel, interact, and most importantly the way we build our cities. The contemporary American sub-
urb is built around the automobile, an invention that Americans generally take for granted and cannot imagine living without. There
is a new kind of suburb being built in many places across the country that is neither truly suburb nor city. It goes by many names,
“edge city” being the one | have used, and it generally happens where suburbanites have moved their jobs out to where they have
been living since the 1950s. It is characterized by a heavy dependence on the automobile and vast open or unbuilt spaces set next
to typically urban building types, such as the office tower skyscraper. It is a land of contradictions well documented in Joel Garreau’s
Edge City and elsewhere. This project is an attempt to embrace those contradictions and twist them to help reduce waste in the built

environment.

The idea is to first hunt down those characteristics that make the American suburbs (or edge cities) tick and to maintain them
but change the context in which they operate in order to make them serve multiple purposes simultaneously. This project has iden-
tified the following characteristics: separation of different land uses enforced through zoning codes (notably residential from com-
mercial), the dominance of the automobile, and a stylistic promiscuity resulting in kitschy traditionalizing houses right down the road

from modern steel and glass office towers right down the road from sign-as-building commercial strip malls and shopping centers.



This project does not question any of these paradigms: it simply reorients them. The housing in this project is separated from the
commercial strip, but instead of horizontal separation achieved through sprawling land use, it is a vertical separation achieved by
raising the housing above the stores, thereby reducing land use. The automobile is dominant in this project — each housing unit has
its own garage at the front door and the parking for the shopping center below is practically untouched — but the automobiles are
buried in the structure of the housing, thereby freeing the false ground above to pedestrian movement and children playing. And
finally, the styles of the various building elements are as jarringly collaged as it is in the suburban context: the houses in this project
are made to resemble houses in the public imagination and the big boxes under the housing get an even bigger box with even bigger

signs, thereby integrating the project with the disjointed vernacular of American corporate suburbia.

The particular edge city under scrutiny is the Cumberland/Galleria area, northwest of Atlanta, Georgia. | chose this site not
only because | know it well (I have lived in the suburbs of Atlanta my entire life) but because it is a perfect example of an edge city:
it’s population is a quarter that of Atlanta’s, it headquarters multiple Fortune 500 companies, most notably Home Depot, it is com-
pletely automobile dependant and is at the intersection of two interstate highways, and it doesn’t actually exist as a municipality,
only as a Community Improvement District within Cobb County. It is also a very strong area economically: this project is intended to
be synergistic, not revitalizing; the intent is to seize upon those aspects of suburbia that are proving successful, and to make them
better by working with their existing logics rather than imposing some idealistic scheme for social justice or architectural nirvana.

My intent is distinctly not to turn the “edge city” into a “city;” | intend simply to make edge city a bit more efficient and livable. In



this way, the title of the project is very intentional when it uses the word “suburbanism” rather than “urbanism.” And so Cumberland

provides a very rich canvas on which to paint my ideas about using the wasted space of suburbia to more productive ends.

That’s how the project started: as a desire to put the wasted space of suburbia to better use. But as the research evolved,
| found the waste and emptiness more and more compelling. Those spaces included the roofs of warehouses and big box stores,
sprawling surface parking lots, idle front lawns, and other such spaces. The most promising space to direct my attack in terms of
polemics was the parking lot because it gets right to the heart of the tension: the automobile and the space it requires. In a way, this
whole endeavor has been an exercise in irony: critique the city the automobile built, and then design a project around the automo-
bile. As | said earlier, embracing contradictions has been an explicit goal since very early on, and juxtaposing the surface parking
lot with housing seemed to perfectly express the tension between people and cars, housing and parking, and how much relative
importance our society places on each. And so the task became to find the right parking lot. At first, | assumed my housing would
be occupying the parking lot in some literal way, on the ground, so | looked for a lot that was as big, coherent, and simple as pos-
sible within the bounds of the Cumberland area | had already identified as my area of study. That parking lot was very clearly the one
serving the Akers Mill shopping center. Having found the parking lot, | began experimenting with different ways of using the pattern
of the parking spaces to create a grid on which to draw my housing units. This effort resulted in a serious tension between how much
parking should be preserved and how nice it would actually be to live in a parking lot, in the shadow of big-box stores with their big,

loud signs on the front. | was violating one of the cardinal rules of suburbia: separation of commercial from residential.



After some checking into the zoning ordinance for Cobb County, | discovered that there already wasn’t enough parking at
Akers Mill (according to code; in practice, there’s way too much), meaning that there was no space for housing on the ground, un-
less the law were to be changed. So | simply moved the housing up thirty feet above the parking lot. This allowed me to recreate
the separation of uses so necessary to successful suburbia without gobbling up more land. It allowed me to work within the con-
fines of existing parking requirements and to create a residential world above that is almost completely unaware of the commercial
landscape below it. This means that | have essentially just placed one half of suburbia — neighborhoods of houses — above the other
half — big box shopping centers — thereby doubling land use efficiency without sacrificing any of the amenities expected from either
program. This move also implicitly critiques the nature of the zoning code: by going to great lengths to allow code-required space for
cars while creating space for housing, | am at the same time suggesting that the law over-values the car at the expense of sustainable

building patterns.

Mid-way through the Thesis Project, | discovered the necessary yin to Conspicuous Space’s yang: Invisible Separation. Con-
spicuous Space is the idea that the wasted spaces of suburbia are not completely wasted: they communicate an abundance, or an
ability to waste. It is through the creation of vast spaces that we communicate our affluence in that we have the means to create and
maintain those vast spaces. (Of course, we are coming to learn that we no longer have that ability, which is where projects like this
thesis come in to propose compelling ways to put that Conspicuous (wasted) Space to better use.) However, the same facts that have

allowed vast open spaces (such as parking lots) to proliferate — super-cheap land, outdated zoning laws, heavily subsidized automo-



bile transportation, and bad tax incentives — have also allowed the opposite to proliferate: Invisible Separation, the idea that different
land uses should be completely unaware of each other, thereby preserving the purity of each and preventing a massive collision of
different scales (even a McMansion looks fairly modest when placed within view of a SuperTarget). This separation requires enough
land to be able to sufficiently prevent one programmatic ghetto from being in any way aware of another. It’s okay to live in a neigh-
borhood right behind a shopping center, so long as you would never be able to tell, from within the neighborhood, that the shop-
ping center exists. Around Atlanta, that Invisible Separation is achieved largely by the ever-presence of trees, which form a suburban
poche, a mass from which is cut the voids of human inhabitation, with the left-over mass (trees) serving as a natural barrier between
different suburban realms. This project acknowledges both sides of the coin — Conspicuous Space and Invisible Separation — by ex-
pressing itself as one massive building to the commercial space on the ground and then expressing itself as many individual houses
within the residential area above, with the perimeter of the residential area being lined with trees and green public space — such as

a soccer field, tennis courts and a community garden — to cut off sight lines to the outside world. As another example of intentional
contradiction, however, there are office towers right across the street that no tree could completely hide from view, thereby exposing

the trick and slowly cluing the inhabitant back into the reality of life in a city, even of the edge variety.

In short, this project is about maintaining the suburban ideal — rugged individualism, privacy, mobility — while mitigating its

liabilities — isolation, distance, and automobile dependance - by building residential neighborhoods in currently underutilized space.
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SUMMARY

Conspicuous Space: Parking Lot Suburbanism addresses the architectural and social issues of the American suburb by looking
at its main components, the developer house and the big-box shopping center. It also looks at the role of the car in our lives and how
it shapes the way we live, shop, travel, interact, and most importantly the way we build our cities. The contemporary American sub-
urb is built around the automobile, an invention that Americans generally take for granted and cannot imagine living without. There
is a new kind of suburb being built in many places across the country that is neither truly suburb nor city. It goes by many names,
“edge city” being the one | have used, and it generally happens where suburbanites have moved their jobs out to where they have
been living since the 1950s. It is characterized by a heavy dependence on the automobile and vast open or unbuilt spaces set next
to typically urban building types, such as the office tower skyscraper. It is a land of contradictions well documented in Joel Garreau’s
Edge City and elsewhere. This project is an attempt to embrace those contradictions and twist them to help reduce waste in the built

environment.

The idea is to first hunt down those characteristics that make the American suburbs (or edge cities) tick and to maintain them
but change the context in which they operate in order to make them serve multiple purposes simultaneously. This project has iden-
tified the following characteristics: separation of different land uses enforced through zoning codes (notably residential from com-
mercial), the dominance of the automobile, and a stylistic promiscuity resulting in kitschy traditionalizing houses right down the road

from modern steel and glass office towers right down the road from sign-as-building commercial strip malls and shopping centers.



This project does not question any of these paradigms: it simply reorients them. The housing in this project is separated from the
commercial strip, but instead of horizontal separation achieved through sprawling land use, it is a vertical separation achieved by
raising the housing above the stores, thereby reducing land use. The automobile is dominant in this project — each housing unit has
its own garage at the front door and the parking for the shopping center below is practically untouched — but the automobiles are
buried in the structure of the housing, thereby freeing the false ground above to pedestrian movement and children playing. And
finally, the styles of the various building elements are as jarringly collaged as it is in the suburban context: the houses in this project
are made to resemble houses in the public imagination and the big boxes under the housing get an even bigger box with even bigger

signs, thereby integrating the project with the disjointed vernacular of American corporate suburbia.

The particular edge city under scrutiny is the Cumberland/Galleria area, northwest of Atlanta, Georgia. | chose this site not
only because | know it well (I have lived in the suburbs of Atlanta my entire life) but because it is a perfect example of an edge city:
it’s population is a quarter that of Atlanta’s, it headquarters multiple Fortune 500 companies, most notably Home Depot, it is com-
pletely automobile dependant and is at the intersection of two interstate highways, and it doesn’t actually exist as a municipality,
only as a Community Improvement District within Cobb County. It is also a very strong area economically: this project is intended to
be synergistic, not revitalizing; the intent is to seize upon those aspects of suburbia that are proving successful, and to make them
better by working with their existing logics rather than imposing some idealistic scheme for social justice or architectural nirvana.

My intent is distinctly not to turn the “edge city” into a “city;” | intend simply to make edge city a bit more efficient and livable. In



this way, the title of the project is very intentional when it uses the word “suburbanism” rather than “urbanism.” And so Cumberland

provides a very rich canvas on which to paint my ideas about using the wasted space of suburbia to more productive ends.

That’s how the project started: as a desire to put the wasted space of suburbia to better use. But as the research evolved,
| found the waste and emptiness more and more compelling. Those spaces included the roofs of warehouses and big box stores,
sprawling surface parking lots, idle front lawns, and other such spaces. The most promising space to direct my attack in terms of
polemics was the parking lot because it gets right to the heart of the tension: the automobile and the space it requires. In a way, this
whole endeavor has been an exercise in irony: critique the city the automobile built, and then design a project around the automo-
bile. As | said earlier, embracing contradictions has been an explicit goal since very early on, and juxtaposing the surface parking
lot with housing seemed to perfectly express the tension between people and cars, housing and parking, and how much relative
importance our society places on each. And so the task became to find the right parking lot. At first, | assumed my housing would
be occupying the parking lot in some literal way, on the ground, so | looked for a lot that was as big, coherent, and simple as pos-
sible within the bounds of the Cumberland area | had already identified as my area of study. That parking lot was very clearly the one
serving the Akers Mill shopping center. Having found the parking lot, | began experimenting with different ways of using the pattern
of the parking spaces to create a grid on which to draw my housing units. This effort resulted in a serious tension between how much
parking should be preserved and how nice it would actually be to live in a parking lot, in the shadow of big-box stores with their big,

loud signs on the front. | was violating one of the cardinal rules of suburbia: separation of commercial from residential.



After some checking into the zoning ordinance for Cobb County, | discovered that there already wasn’t enough parking at
Akers Mill (according to code; in practice, there’s way too much), meaning that there was no space for housing on the ground, un-
less the law were to be changed. So | simply moved the housing up thirty feet above the parking lot. This allowed me to recreate
the separation of uses so necessary to successful suburbia without gobbling up more land. It allowed me to work within the con-
fines of existing parking requirements and to create a residential world above that is almost completely unaware of the commercial
landscape below it. This means that | have essentially just placed one half of suburbia — neighborhoods of houses — above the other
half — big box shopping centers — thereby doubling land use efficiency without sacrificing any of the amenities expected from either
program. This move also implicitly critiques the nature of the zoning code: by going to great lengths to allow code-required space for
cars while creating space for housing, | am at the same time suggesting that the law over-values the car at the expense of sustainable

building patterns.

Mid-way through the Thesis Project, | discovered the necessary yin to Conspicuous Space’s yang: Invisible Separation. Con-
spicuous Space is the idea that the wasted spaces of suburbia are not completely wasted: they communicate an abundance, or an
ability to waste. It is through the creation of vast spaces that we communicate our affluence in that we have the means to create and
maintain those vast spaces. (Of course, we are coming to learn that we no longer have that ability, which is where projects like this
thesis come in to propose compelling ways to put that Conspicuous (wasted) Space to better use.) However, the same facts that have

allowed vast open spaces (such as parking lots) to proliferate — super-cheap land, outdated zoning laws, heavily subsidized automo-



bile transportation, and bad tax incentives — have also allowed the opposite to proliferate: Invisible Separation, the idea that different
land uses should be completely unaware of each other, thereby preserving the purity of each and preventing a massive collision of
different scales (even a McMansion looks fairly modest when placed within view of a SuperTarget). This separation requires enough
land to be able to sufficiently prevent one programmatic ghetto from being in any way aware of another. It’s okay to live in a neigh-
borhood right behind a shopping center, so long as you would never be able to tell, from within the neighborhood, that the shop-
ping center exists. Around Atlanta, that Invisible Separation is achieved largely by the ever-presence of trees, which form a suburban
poche, a mass from which is cut the voids of human inhabitation, with the left-over mass (trees) serving as a natural barrier between
different suburban realms. This project acknowledges both sides of the coin — Conspicuous Space and Invisible Separation — by ex-
pressing itself as one massive building to the commercial space on the ground and then expressing itself as many individual houses
within the residential area above, with the perimeter of the residential area being lined with trees and green public space — such as

a soccer field, tennis courts and a community garden — to cut off sight lines to the outside world. As another example of intentional
contradiction, however, there are office towers right across the street that no tree could completely hide from view, thereby exposing

the trick and slowly cluing the inhabitant back into the reality of life in a city, even of the edge variety.

In short, this project is about maintaining the suburban ideal — rugged individualism, privacy, mobility — while mitigating its

liabilities — isolation, distance, and automobile dependance - by building residential neighborhoods in currently underutilized space.
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